TRANCE CASES IN INEBRIETY* 


By T. D. CROTHERS, M.D., 
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C ^ UDDEN loss of consciousness, of variable duration, 
in which both act and language are automatic, occurs 
in a large proportion of cases of inebriety. As in epilepsy, 
these sudden palsies or trances vary in duration, promi¬ 
nence, intensity, and also completeness. In many instances 
they are unnoticed, and preceded by a state of half con¬ 
sciousness, which slowly deepens into a full trance or blank 
of memory, or like a shadow which deepens into totality, 
then gradually fades away. In some cases these blanks are 
sudden and profound, with no adumbra periods. In others 
they are partial, and of short duration. Most of the cases 
published have been noted for the prominence of the trance 
state, and its long duration and well-defined symptoms. 
Thus an inebriate suddenly changes in conduct and lan¬ 
guage, without any cause or reason, and without the usual 
symptoms of intoxication ; or he follows an accustomed 
line of action in such an automatic and mechanical way as 
to excite attention, and yet not be intoxicated. After he 
claims not to have remembered these periods, and his con¬ 
duct and language sustain his statement. He may enter 
upon a line of conduct that has been considered before, but 
laid aside as impractical, then after a short period of great 
activity stop abruptly, indicating the close of the trance 
state, and go on after with no reference to what he had 
done. The patient’s statement of no recollection is always 
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entitled to great consideration ; for, no matter what personal 
motive or object he may have in denying all memory of the 
past, he may be stating a fact, which can be confirmed by 
other evidence than his word. An inebriate shot another 
man and had no recollection of the event. It was shown 
in the trial that, when drinking to excess, and not intoxi¬ 
cated, he had frequently fired his gun at different objects 
with no purpose that could be ascertained. The man he 
shot was a stranger to him, and he could have no motive. 
Here the circumstances and facts in his previous history 
sustained his assertion of no memory. Another man killed 
his wife and plead no recollection of the crime. It was 
ascertained that he had many times before, when drinking 
to excess, and not intoxicated, yet under the influence of 
spirits, expressed a strong desire to die with his wife and 
go to heaven together. They lived most amicably, and no 
motive could be assigned. After killing her, he made an 
ineffectual attempt to kill himself, then awoke, not realizing 
what he had done. All the facts sustained his statement 
of no memory, and yet both of these cases were punished 
as sane and responsible. Prominent crimes and acts com¬ 
mitted under strange, unusual circumstances by inebriates, 
may furnish good evidence of these trance states; but when 
the conduct and circumstances point to some line of reason¬ 
able motive for the act, the question of a trance may seem 
doubtful. In my experience, a large number of inebriates 
affirm that at certain times they did not know or remember 
acts or words of their lives. These periods occurred when 
using alcohol to excess, and in many cases where they were 
acutely intoxicated ; in others when no intoxication was 
present. These blanks of memory or trance states pass 
unobserved when followed by no unusual acts or words, and 
are considered as states of alcoholism, and their real signifi¬ 
cance overlooked. In the following case great injustice 
and suffering followed from ignorance of this state. A 
lawyer of wealth and clear judgment, who was an inebriate, 
after a period of excessive drink, planned most disreputable 
schemes of deception and fraud, and a day or more after 
denied all recollection of what he had done, and refused to 
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be held for his acts at this time. He was not intoxicated, 
but was drinking continuously, and seemed fully aware of 
all he said and did. This continued for several years, the 
blank periods increasing in length and his acts becoming 
more and more dishonest. No one conceived it possible 
that he was not fully sane and knew what he did, but the 
mystery of short periods of the most dishonest acts, which 
he denied after, could not be solved. In another case the 
president of a bank became a tract distributer in the lowest 
dens of the city. He is now a steady drinker, and at long 
intervals uses it to great excess at home, then suddenly 
buys quantities of tracts and goes out to give them away 
with words of exhortation. Another bank president, who 
is an inebriate, suddenly manifests extreme suspicion of 
every thing, will not sign any papers, or pay any bills, and 
in a short time recovers and goes on as usual, not realizing 
that he has been strange in manner or conduct. 

These are called drunken freaks, but they occur after 
attacks of acute intoxication, and when the person is ap¬ 
parently conscious. Other and more common cases are 
those who follow some accustomed line of action and have 
no memory of it. I have published many prominent cases 
of this type, and now add some histories less noted. 

A manufacturer noted this fact—that his leading ma¬ 
chinist, after a few days of drinking, could not take up new 
work, and seemed confused when he attempted it. He 
could complete any work which had been determined 
before, but new work was impossible. These periods of 
stupidity lasted from a few hours to two or more days, and 
were noted by no memory of them ; also a sudden coming 
on and breaking up. They were trance states. A judge 
of a lower court consulted me with this history: After 
drinking for a few days, not to intoxication, he has distinct 
blanks of memory, or periods when he is unconscious of 
what he does. He has to ask some one to tell him what 
has occurred. So far nothing has been done which has 
attracted attention or been unusual, but he is frightened at 
this state. These trances are from one to three or four 
hours’ duration. 
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A travelling man who drinks steadily has similar trances 
while at work on the road, and cannot remember any thing 
from one point to another, an interval of a day or more. 
These cases are by no means uncommon, but where they 
are of short duration attract no attention. As an illustra¬ 
tion, a hotel clerk will, after periods of excess of drink, wake 
up in a turkish bath, and have no idea how he came 
there. A farmer has found himself working on the farm, 
and the last event he could recall would be at a distant 
bar-room. How he came home and why he began to work 
are blanks to his memory. 

Periodic drinkers will have trances during the drink 
period, and often when the period has subsided, and be un¬ 
associated with narcotism or stupidity. Some of these 
cases have a distinct blank, which breaks up partially as they 
become sober, or deepens again into a total blank when 
they begin to use spirits. A physician who drinks at inter¬ 
vals will forget every thing after a certain time, then recover 
in some hotel, and begin to realize his situation and desire 
to go home ; then drink again and have another blank, 
which breaks as he becomes sober. Sometimes he is stupid 
during these blanks, at others he is apparently sober and 
conscious of his surroundings. During these apparently 
conscious periods he rides about aimlessly, talking about 
buying houses and lots or horses, but never makes any 
purchase. In other cases of periodic inebriates these 
blanks or trances begin with the narcotism of acute in¬ 
toxication, and after this passes off, the trance continues 
for a variable time. A merchant, who has regular drink 
paroxysms of from two to three days’ duration, will begin 
suddenly and drink to great stupor. Then, after two days, 
maks an effort to stop by going in the country, or where it is 
difficult to get spirits. The effort to break away from this 
paroxysm will last a week ; then he will come back sober and 
remain so for many months. The trance blanks begin when 
the stupidity passes off. He will recover from the narcot¬ 
ism perfectly conscious of what he is doing, and be aware 
that he has been stupid from the spirits, then drink to 
stupor again. Finally, he will become alarmed at his state 
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and resolve to stop and drink brandy and mineral water. 
His anxiety and fear will increase, then another trance state 
will come, which will be a perfect blank of memory for 
two or three days. He will, during this time, drink less 
and less, and seem fully aware of the nature and character 
of his acts. The only unusual thing will be his morbid 
anxiety to recover, with emphatic protestations never to use 
spirits again. He will not transact any business, and does 
not talk much, but rides and walks continually ; is hysteri¬ 
cal in manner and language and very nervous. This condi¬ 
tion may last two days ; then he will awake in the morning 
and find that a long interval has passed which he cannot 
recall, or has any recollection of what he said or did. Here 
the trances come on when the drink paroxysm subsides. 
The stupidity of intoxication is not unusual; he is dimly 
conscious of falling asleep and awaking to get more spirits. 
But when he becomes alarmed at his case he then loses all 
recollection of what takes place ; has no other idea but that 
he has been asleep ; and cannot realize that some days have 
passed in which he has been about with apparent sanity 
and judgment. 

Another case of similar character has been reported to 
me, where a lawyer, who is a periodic inebriate, has refused 
to do any business for some days after the drink narcotism 
has subsided. He says, in explanation of his conduct, that 
his head is not clear, although he is temperate and appar¬ 
ently fully aware of what he is doing ; yet he complains 
that for several hours or days he cannot remember any 
thing he has done or said. In dipsomaniacs this blank may 
come on after the first drink of spirits, and break up soon 
or last a long time. 

A dipsomaniac under my observation will suddenly feel 
an intense desire for spirits, which grows in proportion 
to the difficulties of gratifying it. After the first one or 
two glasses all memory of time and place vanishes. This 
lasts for three or four days, during which he is often stupid, 
then going about acting and talking as if he fully realized 
all his surroundings. He finally recovers, when the drink 
paroxysm begins to subside and memory and consciousness 
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come again. A dipsomaniac will have a trance state of 
variable duration, and recover; then, after two or more 
weeks, gradually recall many of the events of the past, or 
he may only remember parts of this period. His memory 
will always be very imperfect and unreliable, and, no 
matter how clear he may be concerning these events, 
a large margin of error will be present. These trances vary 
widely and should be studied carefully in all cases where 
the question of consciousness of right and wrong, and 
knowledge of the circumstances and surroundings, are 
called up. In my experience an inebriate, who has been 
so for any length of time, is a most incompetent witness of 
any facts concerning himself or surroundings. He is a 
mental waif, subject to every influence and impression 
that may happen to cross his horizon. In a recent murder 
trial, the prisoner, an inebriate, who committed the crime 
while in a trance state, was told at the police station by an 
officer some details of the act, which he afterwards recited 
as events he could remember. On this he was convicted. 
It was ascertained after, that these details were false and 
unsupported by the facts. They were the views of the 
officer, and the prisoner did not recognize their origin or 
inconsistency. In another case, where an inebriate was 
convicted of stealing, and where the history of trance 
blanks of memory was very clear, he made a confession 
of the details of the crime, and was convicted; later it 
proved to be incorrect in every particular. He had em¬ 
bodied the particulars of a fellow prisoner's crime as his 
own. He was confined in a cell with a burglar, and the 
first two days talked freely with him, hearing graphic de¬ 
tails of crimes, which he had incorporated as part of his own 
history. It would seem from the history of many cases, 
that inebriates who suffer from trance states are peculiarly 
susceptible to the surrounding, and are likely to reflect the 
thoughts and acts of their associates. Hence the confession 
or statements of such cases are of no value unless sustained 
by other evidence. In almost every direction the range of 
clinical facts accumulate so rapidly in these cases as to be¬ 
wilder the observer. The reader has only to study a single 
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case to realize the vast range of unknown facts that stretch 
out in all directions. Some of the conclusions which seem 
supported by the history of cases may be stated thus : 

First, the trance state is common to inebriety, and may 
exhibit all degrees of completeness and intensity. Second , 
the memory in these trance states may be totally obliter¬ 
ated, never clear up ; or it may, after a time, become restored, 
and events of the past come back either dimly or clearly. 
Sometimes it comes back suddenly, like a cloud passing off 
from the face of the sun. Third , this failure of memory is 
always followed by a faulty consciousness of the nature 
and character of his acts, and the consequences following 
from them. Fourth , the responsibility of these cases is a 
most fertile field for future investigation. It can only be 
determined by a full study of each case, and not from any 
preconceived theory of responsibility in disease. 


